BOOK III. CHAP. XII.	165
entrance was astonished at the form and the graces of the Coun-
tess, which her decorations had but made more visible and striking.
Being ordered by the ladies, he began to read; but with so much
absence of mind, and so badly, that had not his audience been
excessively indulgent, they would very soon have dismissed him.
Every time he looked at the Countess, it seemed to him as if
a spark of electric fire were glancing before his eyes. In the end,
he knew not where to find the breath he wanted for his reading.
The Countess had always pleased him; but now it appeared as if
he never had beheld st being so perfect and so lovely. A thousand
thoughts flitted up and down his soul; what follows might be
nearly their substance.
" How foolish is it in so many poets, and men of sentiment as
they are called, to make war on pomp and decoration; requiring
that women of all ranks should wear no dress but what is simple
and conformable to nature ! They rail at decoration, without once
considering, that when we see a plain or positively ugly person
clothed in a costly and gorgeous fashion, it is not the poor deco-
ration that displeases us. I would assemble all the judges in the
world, and ask them here if they wished to see one of these folds,
of these ribbons and laces, these braids, ringlets and glancing
stones removed ? Would they not dread disturbing the delightful
impression that so naturally and spontaneously meets us here ?
Yes, naturally I will say! As Minerva sprang in complete armour
from the head of Jove, so does this goddess seem to *have stept
forth with a light foot, in all her ornaments, from the bosom oi
some flower."
While reading, he turned his eyes upon her frequently, as i
he wished to stamp this image on his soul forever; he more th/
once read wrong, yet without falling into confusion of mind; thor^
at other times, he used to feel the mistaking of a word or a l
as a painful deformity, which spoiled a whole recitation.
A false alarm of the arrival of the guests put an ey
reading; the Baroness went out; and the Countess, wj?
to shut her writing-desk, which was standing open, t9
casket, and put some other rings upon her finger.  " Y
to part," said she, keeping her eyes upon the caskej^
memorial of a true friend, who wishes nothing mow
that you may always prosper."   She then took 01
underneath a crystal, bore a little plait of wove*
set with diamonds.    She held it out to

